RESEARCH

has promise.

By John Cummings

s the sun rises, a rice farmer stands alone
Agatrolh'ng acres of newly planted rice. A small
lack dot appears on the horizon. As he watches,

the dot grows in size and moves randomly about the
morning sky. Soon the black dot turns into a long black
ribbon resembling billowing smoke that twists and turns
like an out-of-control roller coaster. Blackbirds—millions
and millions leaving the coastal marshes of Louisiana and
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" heading for newly planted rice fieldls.

The rice farmer has tried in vain to stop the blackbirds
from eating his rice crop. He has shot, scared and hazed
using every conceivable device. Everything he’s tried has
met with limited success. The birds keep coming.

He is not alone. This same scenario is repeated by
rice farmers across Louisiana, Texas, Mississippi,
Arkansas and Missouri.

Blackbirds in these states cause more than $44
million in damage each year to newly planted and
ripening rice. Each year millions of blackbirds migrate
to these states from northern breeding areas in the
Midwest, the northern Great Plains and Canada. Some
winter roosting sites in Louisiana coastal marshes swell
to more than 15 million blackbirds. Most of the roosts
are made up of redwing blackbirds, brown-headed
cowbirds and common grackles.

Scientists from the USDA’s National Wildlife
Research Center (NWRC) are working with the
Louisiana Blackbird Committee, Louisiana Rice
Growers Association, Louisiana Rice Research Board
and LSU Rice Research Station to address the
problem of too many blackbirds at rice planting and
harvesting time in Louisiana.

SCREENING POTENTIAL REPELLENTS

One of the NWRC’s top priorities is the
development of a blackbird repellent for use on newly
planted rice seed and ripening rice. The goal is to
prevent birds from feeding on rice either by making it
unpalatable or causing birds a slight intestinal sickness
so they pass up second helpings.

Researchers have evaluated several chemical
compounds through a systematic series of chemical
screenings, laboratory tests and field evaluations aimed
at registration of a selected repellent with the
Environmental Protection Agency. Some of the
compounds such as mesurol, methyl anthranilate and
lime were effective at different stages of testing, but
failed to be effective overall, economical and/or
environmentally safe.

One potentially useful compound that has shown
promise is anthraquinone. It is the active ingredient in
Flight Control, a product produced by Environmental
Biocontrol International and registered with EPA as a bird
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repellent for Canada geese on turf. Louisiana has applied
for Sec. 18 use on rice for 1999. NWRC researchers have
tested Flight Control as a seed treatment for newly planted
rice. In 1997, various formulations, concentrations and
application rates of Flight Control were systematically
tested in enclosures. Initial feeding tests of 2.0 percent
product indicated that redwing blackbird and brown-
headed cowbird consumption of treated rice seed was
reduced an average of 96 percent and 88 percent,
respectively. In tests where redwing blackbirds were offered
only treated rice, consumption decreased to zero after the
second day of the test.

FIELD TESTS

In 1997 and 1998, NWRC researchers field-tested
Flight Control’s effectiveness in reducing blackbird damage
to commercially planted rice fields near Gueydan, La. This
area has had a history of high blackbird damage during
spring planting. Each year researchers set up a field test
design that made test fields the only choice for blackbirds
in the area. Test fields, located next to major roosting sites,
were usually the first ones in the area to be planted.

Bird observation and damage assessments conducted
by researchers each year indicated that Flight Control
significantly reduced blackbird damage to treated rice
seed. Untreated rice fields planted adjacent to treated
fields sustained constant bird pressure until fields were
completely damaged.
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FUTURE RESEARCH

Rice and sunflower representatives from respective
states were set to convene in February at the NWRC
to discuss past and future blackbird research. Why
sunflower growers? Some of the same birds that cause
damage to rice in the South also cause damage to
sunflowers in North and South Dakota. The main
objective of the meeting is to develop a plan for future
research that will address the economic impacts of
blackbirds on rice, movements and changes in
blackbird populations in rice-growing states, repellent
development and evaluation, and management of
blackbird populations.

All involved feel that managing the blackbird
problem will come from multi-state involvement.
Dwight Hardee, chairman of the Louisiana Blackbird
Committee, believes the blackbird problem has been
put on the back burner long enough, and it is now
time to come up with a multi-faceted approach.
Through this committee, other state rice associations,
and a cross-commodity coalition of farmers, he says
that farmers will be able to get some answers. The
Louisiana Rice Growers Association, Rice Research
Board and LSU Rice Research Station have funded
blackbird research in Louisiana. RJ

John Cummings is a bird research project leader, National
Wildlife Research Center, Fort Collins, Colo.
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